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in the Mordred story. Guerin points out that the text opens and closes with
references to the siege of Troy, a story of treason and adultery, framing
Gawain's adventure in a context of political and sexual transgressions and
their consequences. Within this context, Guerin builds a network of parallels
that link Gawain to both Mordred and Lancelot, as well as to multiple references to incest, in a pattern decipherable to readers familiar with Arthurian
tradition, but not visible to Gawain, who is presented as an innocent youth
who has not yet read the book. By the end of the text, Gawain has learned
of the reputation he will earn in the future, as well as of the impending fall of
his world, and thus judges his own fault more severely than do the unknowing members of Arthur's court. Guerin uses the Mordred story in her analysis of Sir Gawain to argue convincingly that the text addresses the dilemma
of how to follow the Vulgate Cycle by "telling, otherwise" the story, proposing that, in the form of a prophetic vision she terms a prequel, Sir Gawain
offers a new treatment of Arthur's downfall.
The emphasis on incest allusions in Sir Gawain opens up many interesting
questions, bringing us back to the introduction and to the important role of
sexual transgression, specifically "Arthurian incest," in Arthurian tragedy.
One of the most intriguing comments in The Fall ofKings and Princes, made
in the introduction, relates a rise in the incest motif with a rise in vernacular
literature. Guerin's documentation of references to incest throughout her
study indicates that this correspondence offers a solid basis for future exploration. Indeed, the author informs us in a note that this will be the topic of
her next book. Due to a lack of solid textual evidence, The Fall ofKings and
Princes raises more questions and possibilities than it can resolve. While I
recommend this book for its eloquent writing, comprehensive bibliography,
and suggestive readings, Guerin's second book, if based on more conclusive
textual documentation, promises to be even better.
Gina L. Greco
Portland State University

Jones, Ann Rosalind. The Currency of Eros: Women's Love Lyric in Europe,
z540-z620. Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1990. xi + 256 pp., illustrated. $z9.95/$rr.95.
In The Currency of Eros: Women 's Love Lyric in Europe, z540-z620, Ann
Rosalind Jones attempts to carry out important feminist archaeology by
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examining erotic lyric poetry composed by women in France, Italy, and
England in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. Unfortunately, she
has ignored countries such as Germany, Spain, and Poland, although a number of important women from these places have recently been identified as
writers. Perhaps Jones left these out because they cannot be identified as lyric
and erotic composers in the narrow sense of the word (see Sherrin Marshall,
ed., Women in Reformation and Counter-Reformation Europe [BloomingtonIndianapolis, 1989]), but she neither makes an attempt to include them, nor
does she problematize this huge lacuna (see G. Brinker-Gabler, ed., Deutsche
Literatur von Frauen [Munich, 1988]).
Jones places her emphasis on love poetry by women from the urban and
aristocratic class, and she also includes texts by poets whom we would identify
as courtesans. Although in some areas of Europe female love poetry is
unknown for the Middle Ages, it is not an entirely new phenomenon either.
See, for example, the Occitan trobairitz and the whole group of so-called
"women songs," composed either by males who used a female voice or perhaps
even composed by women who were sponsored by male poets who allowed
these poems to be included in their reuvre (see John F. Plummer, ed., Vox
fe1nint2 [Kalamazoo, Mich., 1981]).
In her introduction Jones refers to the neo-Marxist term negotiations in
order to describe the dialogue between the women poets and their audience.
The term also captures the basic elements of the fully developed Renaissance
culture, which was strongly influenced by the critical debate about the gender
issue. Nevertheless, as the author demonstrates in her first chapter, the
emergence of female love poets during the Renaissance was rather unusual in
face of the strong patriarchal ideology prevalent all over Europe. Martin
Luther was not the only one to radically advocate the total privatization of
women, limiting their space to the house and the family. Humanists all over
Europe harbored very similar ideas in regards to women and strongly rejected
any literary activities by women. See, for example, Leon Battista Alberti,
Juan Luis Vives, Richard Hyrde, and Giovanni Bruto.
In the second chapter Jones discusses the work by Isabella Whitney and
Catherine des Roches, the first one a London poet, the other a citizen of
Poitiers, both active in the 1570s. Neither of them displayed any interest
in glorifying their male lovers, but instead emphasized their own virginity. These women reflected on the poetry of classical antiquity, but only
because they viewed it critically from a female perspective. Catherine's literary reaction to the male-dominated discourse in the poetry of her time is
fascinating because she deliberately applied a "feminist" tone of voice and
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stressed women's need for pity and protection. In response to the public
criticism of her poetry she argued that she did not present biographical information, but instead utilized a male figure whom she describes in her work as
an ideal.
The Lyon poet Pernette du Guillet (died 1544) and the Italian Tullia
d'Aragona (died 1556) (both discussed in the third chapter) were in the center
of an intensive poetic exchange and established their identity through a literary
dialogue with their contemporaries. Pernette was closely connected with
Maurice Sceve, and Tullia, in her poems, approached a large number of other
poets and lords and thus found her independence as a writer. According to
Jones, Pernette developed a strong intertextual relationship with Sceves's
a::uvre, but whereas she assumed the role of the Apollinian (i.e., the rational
and intellectual thinker), Sceves openly betrays, in his verses, his emotions and
subjectivity. Pernette was not opposed to sexuality, but in her poems she
maintained dominance and control over her male wooer.
Jones's defense ofTullia as an independent poet is somewhat problematic
as the difference between topos and self-reflective presentation is not easy to
identify in Tullia's appeals to her many patrons (ro5). However, Jones quotes
a number of verses in which the poet insists on gaining, through the glorification of other figures, her own public esteem (ro7). It is not clear here whether
we are dealing with a literary tradition or with Tullia's attempt to express
herself in an autobiographical fashion. This is a pervasive problem for Jones
throughout; she hardly ever considers the literary history and does not place
the women poets within their appropriate historical context.
In the fourth chapter we are confronted with the Paduan composer Gaspara Stampa and the English poet Mary Wroth. Both favored pastoral scenes
to criticize the works of their male contemporaries, and both employed specifically "feminist" language--perhaps already in the modern sense of the word.
Mary Wroth also used the pastoral genre to display her position as the loving
woman and to defend herself against male attacks. It remains unclear
whether this was part of traditional court criticism in obvious opposition
to the naturalness of the countryside, or whether Wroth actually strove to
assume a new position for women poets at large.
In the fifth chapter we hear of Louise Labe and Veronica Franco. Labe,
wife of a Lyon silkmaker, was highly admired because of her humanistic
learning, but she was also attacked and ridiculed as androgynous (e.g., by
Calvin). The actual reason for the hostility against her can be found in the
foreword to her collected work in which she formulated something like a
feminist manifesto. At the same time she claimed international recognition
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for her rhetorical skills. Like other women poets of her time, Labe responded
to Ovid's Metamorphoses, but she interpreted them from a "feminist" perspective, arguing for equality between man and woman in the area of eroticism,
although true love was irrational and highly subjective in nature. Jones points
out that Labe specifically approached a female audience (173), but unfortunately
we do not know how they reacted to her appeals and whether the term
"feminist" really would be appropriate in this historical context.
Finally, Jones studies the love poetry by the Venetian courtesan Veronica
Franco, who was, because of her erotic attraction and especially because of
her humanistic education, fully integrated in the upper echelons of the city
aristocracy. Her lyrical ceuvre is best described as part of a group activity and
includes many works by other composers. Jones observes that this poet, like
others, utilizes praise and even glorification of her patron to increase her own
reputation, a "strategy of glory by association" (183). It is Veronica who gives
her love to the men as a gift, and she expresses this in an elegant manner
in her verses. At the same time, she offers herself as a sexual object, although
she insists on the courtesan's honor. Despite Jones's efforts to justify these
double standards through a rather narrow feminist reading, she leaves much
room for different perceptions and interpretations. It seems doubtful that male
Renaissance poets simply relied on Neoplatonic ideas to demonstrate their
rhetorical skills, whereas women poets went the same way to highlight
their personal situation and to confirm the honesty of their lovers. To assume
that such a dichotomy existed seems rather naive, as is the rather simplistic
distinction between male and female poets, especially if we consider that both
relied on the same rhetorical and literary tradition.
It also appears problematic that Veronica presents herself as sexually active
outside of marriage and rejects any moral guilt. Is this a feminist position, or
are these formulations typical of a courtesan? Jones argues that the poet
intended to remove the separation between public and private, but Jones forgets that she is dealing with the specific cultural context of early modern
Venice, which cannot be simply equated with the situation at the courts of
France or England, not to say anything about Germany.
It would have been very helpful if Jones had considered the socioeconomic conditions more closely and examined the relationship between
these women poets and their contemporaries. Typically, Jones hardly mentions
the essential biographical data and relies on a by and large close reading
of the texts to reach her conclusions. These are, however, important for our
understanding of premodern European women's literature, and Jones has to
be praised for her bold enterprise in female archaeology. A final question
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remains: were the few poets discussed here the only female voices, or do they
represent a larger body of women's poetry, perhaps unedited and/or ignored
by modern scholarship until today? The most remarkable observation is that
some early modern women were indeed able to participate in the public
discourse on love and made their voices heard. We can only hope that Jones' s
study will not remain the only one; there might be many other women poets
to be discovered, especially in central and eastern Europe.
Albrecht Classen
University of Arizona

Petrarch, Francesco. Petrarch's Songbook: Rerum Vulgarium Fragmenta. A Verse
Translation by James Wyatt Cook. Medieval & Renaissance Texts & Studies,
vol. 151. Medieval & Renaissance Texts & Studies, Binghamton, N.Y., 1995.
445 pp. $30.00.
Whereas over fifty English translations of Dante's Commedia exist,
Petrarch's Rime has been Englished a mere half-dozen times. Of recent
attempts, Cook's is the best available, though it, too, is not ideal. Robert
Durling's Petrarch's Lyric Poems (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1976) offers a faithful translation, but it is in prose. Nicholas Kilmer's
Francis Petrarch: Songs and Sonnets from Laura's Lifetime (San Francisco:
North Point Press, 1981) offers selections in free verse and in free renditions
that are not always faithful to the literal meaning of the text. G. R. Nicholson's Sonnets far Laura (London: Autolycus, c. 1981), Mark Musa's Selections
from the Canzoniere and Other Works (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985),
and Marion Shore's For Love of Laura: Poetry of Petrarch (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1987) all are incomplete. Musa uses blank verse;
only Shore retains the rhyme-scheme of the original Italian.
Cook's is thus the only current translation that presents the Rime in its
entirety as poetry. Presenting the work as a whole is essential, since Petrarch
not only polished individual poems but also repeatedly reworked the overall
structure to create the effect he desired. While it is probably a mistake to try
to link the 366 individual poems to particular days, the relationships between
and among the songs and sonnets are integral to appreciating Petrarch's
artistry. Thus, sonnet 229 begins, "Cantai, or piango." Sonnet 230 reverses
this opening: "I' piansi, or canto." Epistolary sonnets rr2 and rr3 are
addressed to Petrarch's close friend Sennuccio del Bene but reveal different

